12/4/21, 8:43 PM A moosli mafia is at work 


VIUIN TIN (ILL 3.// WW W.UUWITLUC AI UI. ULY.I/ USCI/ FUYTT) 


SUBSCRIBE (https://www.downtoearth.org.in/subscription/plans) 


(htt psc We daMMPeactyeadedm/down2earthindia)  (https://twitter.com/@down2earthindia) © 
(https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCIB_LMLJZLOT_s5OUughmbVA) 


(https://www.downtoearth.org.in/) 


A moosli mafia is at work 


It has put paid to the authenticity of a wonder herb 


© (https://api.whatsapp.com/send?text=A moosli mafia is at work 
https://www.downtoearth.org.in/coverage/a-moosli-mafia-is-at-work-9370) 


i) in 
© (https://api.whatsapp.com/send?text=A moosli mafia is at work 
https://www.downtoearth.org.in/coverage/a-moosli-mafia-is-at-work-9370) 


https:/Awww.downtoearth.org.in/coverage/a-moosli-mafia-is-at-work-9370 1/17 


12/4/21, 8:43 PM 


A moosli mafia is at work 





(https://www.downtoearth.org.in 


NEXT COVERAGE > 


By PANKAJ OUDHIA (https://www.downtoearth.org.in/author/pankaj-oudhia-542) 
Published: Friday 15 April 2005 


A moosli mafia is at work 






India has a huge wealth of medicinal plants, most of which have been 


used in the Ayurvedic and Unani systems of medicines, and by tribal healers. Safed 
moosli (Chlorophytum borivilianum) is amongst them. These herbs are used in more 


than 100 traditional drug formulations and safed moosli has acquired a huge 
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demand in Indian and international markets. Indian forests are in fact, quite rich in 


safed moosii, but this recent swell of demand has put them under acute duress. 


Many scientists and researchers advocate commercial cultivation of safed moosli to 
circumvent this. And in fact, many innovative farmers have already started 
commercial cultivation to take advantage of the demand glut. Initially, the herb was 
farmed organically -- moos/i multiplies five times in a year through this procedure; 


the process ensures good crop quality and is endorsed, scientifically. 


But very soon the demand glut exerted its effect: farmers eager to cash in paid short 
shrift to quality and resorted to chemical fertilisers. Safed moosli multiplies 7-8 
times annually through their use. Many plant material suppliers also started mixing 
their moosii crops with wild varieties of the herb. Such adulteration was initially 


limited to few areas but it is very common now. 


Unscrupulous dealers Rampant extraction has led to a sharp decline in wild safed 
moosii species in an entire stretch of the country spanning Vidarbha to Central 
India. Moreover, very few new growers have the acumen to identify adulteration. 
And when they realise that they have been cheated, it is already late. They then sell 
off their adulterated stuff to new growers without disclosing this perfidy. Recently, a 
grower in Siliguri, West Bengal purchased the planting material in bulk at very cheap 
rates. But his joy was short-lived. He approached experts once he found great 
variation in plant types during cultivation. Of course, he was cheated. But it was too 


late before he realised. 
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Cultivators such as the one in Siliguri have very little choice. Only a handful of 
suppliers dominate the moosii crazy market. And their inferior stuff proliferates all 


over the market. 


In the early days, commercial cultivation of moos/i was limited to rich farmers. But 
the smaller ones also cultivate the herb now. Attracted by high returns in less time, 
such farmers are eager to buy the herb at any cost -- even by selling off their 
holdings. The suppliers are always at hand to drive home the advantage. 


Consequently, the price of the herbs range from Rs 70 per kg to Rs 700 per kg. 


Why this absurd range? This is because on the one hand, proliferation of inferior 
moosiihas led to a steep fall in rates of the herbs in Maharashtra, Chhattisgarh and 
Madhya Pradesh. On the other hand, rich suppliers now have their eyes on non- 
moosli growing areas such as Punjab, Haryana, Uttaranchal and the northeast. The 
farmers in these states should learn from their counterparts in the moosli growing 


states, but they have barely any communication with the latter. 


Are the golden days of the safed moosli over? The answer is unfortunately, yes. 
Ironically, this when the cultivable area under the herb is on the rise. India might 
well develop a monopoly in the moosi/i market but this is hardly an achievement, 
with inferior products the stock-in-trade of the market. The Delhi-based National 
Medicinal Plant Board does promote the cultivation of moosi/i and offers subsidies to 


farmers; but this organisation has not published even a simple brochure to inform 
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people about rampant cheating. The moosii mafia is active in all government 
bodiesfrom the state medicinal plant board to banks. The farmers who are today 
attracted by the lucrative market and by subsidies are quiet likely to get caught in 
the quicksand of debt. It is very important to take action before these agriculturists 


commit suicide like the cotton growers of Andhra Pradesh. 


Pankaj Oudhia is a herb expert and the convener of Society for Parthenium 


Management 
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EMKAY 


A curious search for blankets is currently taking place in the plains around the Great 
Lakes in North America. These are not ordinary blankets. They are actually bison 
skins that were smeared with body fluid tainted with smallpox and used, two 
hundred years ago, to obliterate American Indians. Post 9/11, us authorities fear that 
some such blankets might still exist, and a viable source of smallpox might fall into 
wrong hands. Many areas in the us and Canada have been cordoned off. But the 


operations remain shrouded in secrecy: so far there is no official statement from any 
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Canadian or us agency about the discovery of any smallpox tainted blanket. The 
search may not yield anything, but it has again brought to the fore some sordid 


pages from American history. 
Pontiac's rebellion 


Many historians trace the notorious blankets to a gruesome episode in American 
history during the spring of 1763. That year, a party of Delaware Indians, led by their 
Ottawa chief Pontiac, laid siege on the British-owned Fort Pitt (now Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania). Captain Simeon Ecuyer, a Swiss mercenary and the fort's senior 
officer, saved the day for the British. The Indians agreed to temporarily abandon 
their siege in return of a gift of two blankets and a handkerchief. They had no inkling 
that the wily Ecuyer had deliberately infected the presents with smallpox contagion. 











his episode is confirmed by William Trent -- the leader of the 
militia of European settlers at Fort Pitt -- in his journal. Most 
historians regard this source as the "most detailed contemporary 
account of the anxious days and nights in the beleagured fort." 
rent notes in an entry dated May 24, 1763, "I hope the means 
Ihave the desired effects." They indeed had. By July 17, smallpox 


ad become endemic among the Delaware Indians. 


Another villain in this piece is Lord Jeffrey Amherst, the commander of British forces 
in North America during the final battles of the French and Indian wars (1756-1763). 
The general's correspondence shows that he entered into tacit collaboration with his 


bitter colonial rival, the French, to further the dubious methods initiated by Ecuyer. 
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In his book, The Conspiracy of Pontiac and the Indian War after the Conquest of 
Canada (Boston: Little Brown, 1886), historian Francis Parkman notes that Amherst 
and a French general Henry Bouquet exchanged regular letters about spreading 


"smallpox mong the disaffected tribes of Indians." 


Bouquet was aware of Ecuyer's method. In a letter dated June 23, 1763, he notes that 
smallpox had broken out among Indians at Fort Pitt. And on July 13, 1763, he 
suggests "the distribution of smallpox smeared blankets to innoculate the Indians." 
Amherst approves of the method in a letter dated July 16, 1763 and also queries his 


French interlocutor about other methods, "To extirpate this execrable race." 


Bouquet and Amherst also discuss the use of dogs to hunt down Indians, called the 
"Spanish method". But this method could not be put into practice, because there 


were not enough dogs. 
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From the Amherst-Bouquet correspondence 


Amherst had been at war with the French as much as with the Indians, but he was 


not driven by any obsessive desire to extirpate them from the face of the earth. The 
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French were apparently a "worthy" enemy. But the general had no scruples about 
methods when it came to Indians. His letters abound with phrases such as, "That 
vermine (sic) have forfeited all claims to the rights of humanity." The historian J C 
Long, records the general as saying, "I would be happy for the provinces [Pittsburg] if 
there was not an Indian settlement within a thousand miles of them." Other 
historians have noted that Amherst derived almost sadist pleasure in listening to 


accounts of spies and others who reported smallpox in Indian settlements. 


Who knows and who does not 


European colonialists like Amherst and Bouquet could go on with exterminating 
Indians using the notorious blankets because they themselves were armed with the 
knowledge of inoculation. The process was discovered by a Dutch physiologist Jan 
Ingenhaus and was brought to England in 1721 by one Lady Mary Wortly Montague. 
It involved inoculating healthy people with pus from the pustules of those who had 


a mild case of the disease, but this often had fatal results. 


But colonialists like Amherst did not have to wait for long. By the closing decades of 
the eighteenth century, they could carry on with their methods with even greater 
impunity. By that time, British physician Edward Jenner's reserarch on the relation 
between cowpox and smallpox had begun to yield decisive results. And in 1796, 
Jenner reported that humans could be vaccinated against smallpox if a small dose of 


cowpox could be administered to them. 


Such knowledge was of course kept away from indigenous people in the colonies. 
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And colonialists like Amherst continued to exploit the divide of who knew and who 
didn't. 


This divide persists. Today, the West remains in mortal fear of strange new diseases 
that originate in Asia (Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome, or sars; avian influenza) 
and Africa (Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome or aids, Ebola and monkeypox). 
But almost all vaccination measueres are designed to protect citizens of the 
developed world. There is very little effort to protect those who face the greatest risk 
from violent diseases. For example, discontinuation of smallpox vaccination in 
Africa has exposed many in the continent to other related infections, like the 


monkeypox. 


The threats of bioterrorism are real and relevant. But the real challenge is to protect 
those who who actually live with mysterious diseases. However, developed societies 


continue to live with the Amherst syndrome. 
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